CHAPTER XVI
DRYDEN AND BUTLER

DRYDEN was a great all-rounder. He was poet,
dramatist, satirist, political pamphleteer, translator,
and critic. He was the leading man of letters of his
age, and the age knew it, and looked up to him. He
first won a name for himself in 1667, when he was
thirty-six, with Annus Mirdbilis, a long poem des-
cribing the events of the " wonderful year " 1666 :
the Fire, the Plague, and the war with the Dutch.
This pleased and flattered his countrymen, and from
then until his death in 1700, Dryden was^the acknow-
ledged head of English letters. Milton was his only
possible rival, and Milton after the Restoration lived
in complete seclusion. Seclusion would not have
suited Dryden, for he throve by contact with his
fellow-writers. Coffee-houses were the popular meet-
ing-places of the day, having superseded the Eliza-
bethan taverns ; and Dryden was the king of Will's,
the most famous coffee-house, spending long hours
there talking things over with his contemporaries and
with the young men who respected him. Pope, who
was a boy when Dryden was an old man, insisted on
being taken to see him at Will's when he was only
eleven years old, and remembered the occasion all
his life.

The habit of talking things over was typical of the
new age. The period of literary history which may be